The Ottawa Convention opted for a more radical approach to humanitarian law than previous agreements, bringing the disarmament element in with the total prohibition of anti-personnel mines. While the objective of the Convention is clear, some of its core provisions can be subject to ambiguity. For example, Article 1 stipulates a State Party "undertakes never under any circumstances … to use anti-personnel mines." The use of a weapon is typically a single action where no distinction can be made between the actor and the beneficiary of the action (e.g., pulling the trigger on a gun). However, with anti-personnel mines, the weapon is designed with a time-lag: one person may lay the mine, another may use it tactically. Hence, would a military unit that moves into an area where mines were laid and avails itself of their placement for its defensive perimeter violate the prohibition on use if the unit in question was that of a State Party?
For not-so-insignificant questions such as this one, we are fortunate to have Stuart Maslen's contribution to the prestigious Oxford Commentaries on International Law series, edited by Professors Philip Alston of New York University and Vaughan Lowe of Oxford University. This work, the first volume of a projected line of commentaries on arms-control treaties, offers a comprehensive article-by-article interpretation of the Mine Ban Convention, as well as a thorough overview of the Convention as a whole and the unusual fast-track negotiation-the "Ottawa Process"-that led to its adoption. Likewise, very useful is the inclusion of a long introduction describing the development and use of anti-personnel mines, assessing their military utility and reviewing the historical and legal antecedents to the Convention.
While jurists will undoubtedly quibble at the margins with particulars about this paragraph or that parenthetical, Maslen knows his material well-he was a member of the UNICEF delegation to the First Review Conference on the 1980 Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (1995) (1996) , as well as a member of the International Committee of the Red Cross delegation to the Oslo Diplomatic Conference, which adopted the AP Mine Ban Convention-and is clearly passionate about the subject (he is donating all royalties from the volume to a nongovernmental organization that provides financial and technical support to local organizations rehabilitating victims in mineaffected countries). Although it is neither an easy read (but not a difficult one either) nor an inexpensive book, this work deserves an honored place on the shelf of every scholar of international humanitarian law as well as that of mine-action centers worldwide.
